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According to the Report of the Commission on Reading
summarized in the book Becoming a Nation of Readers (Anderson,
Hiebert, Scott, Wilkinson, 1985), reading is a basic life
ability. With the demands made upon today's students to
experience in-depth thinking and reading, it is necessary for
them to develop higher level reading abilities.
To improve language abilities, students need to engage in
the language processes:

They learn to read by finding meaning

while reading whole units (Goodman, 1986).

They can make

themselves one with the story by identifying with a work of
literature, returning to reread, discussing, and using the ideas
in composition experiences (Smith, 1983; Harms &Lettow, 1986;
Jones, Palincsar, Ogle, & Carr, 1987).

Therefore, a major goal

of a reading program is to support students in becoming involved
in meaningful literature experiences and then interacting with
self and others concerning the ideas and feelings gained.
Reading is not a lock step process but rather a recursive
one in which the reader moves back and forth among the different
thinking-reading aspects to create meaning from the text (Harms

&Lettow, 1986). Readers as writers must be constantly
monitoring their own inner processes (Pearson &Tierney, 1984).
Students with limited reading ability who are thrust into
reading tasks beyond their capabilities find interacting in the
reading process difficult.

From the writer's observations of
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her sixth grade students who have low reading ability, they
generally view reading as exercises to learn, not as a process to
create meaning.

For these students, the texts are too difficult.

Their negative feelings and lack of support from others do not
encourage the necessary experience in reading which fosters the
development of functional abilities.

Therefore, they do not

interact with themselves or others concerning the ideas gained
in reading experiences.

They are keenly aware of their failure

and avoid reading of any kind whenever possible.

Unless changes

are made in the reading instruction and their attitudes toward
reading, they are the students for whom reading will not become
a basic life ability.

Meeting these students' needs in grade

six may mean that they wi 11 choose to continue study in hi gh
school and find acceptable social responses as adolescents.
The writer, as the teacher of these students, reviewed the
professional literature on dialogue with self to extend reading
experiences and then implemented her findings into a program to
assist poor readers in her sixth grade classroom.
DIALOGUE WITH SELF IN THE READING PROCESS
Active involvement in the reading process requires the
reader to act as a composer.

The thoughtful reader plans,

composes, edits, and monitors his/her reading to create meaning,
moving back and forth between these aspects during the reading
process (Pearson &Tierney, 1984).

Smith agrees with this
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description of the reading process:
a writer.

A reader needs to read like

Reading involves thinking and must go beyond

pronouncing every word correctly and trying to memorize all the
facts (Smith, 1983).

The act of reading is required to produce

written text and then to reconstruct the meaning to complete
the communication process (Murray, 1982). A constant inner
dialogue takes place within the reader as he/she attempts to
create meaning from the text (Pearson &Tierney, 1984; Murray,
1982).

The use of one audience may lead to interaction with

others resulting in a thoughtful reading experience (Harms &
Lettow, 1986).
To create meaning, involvement with internal audiences in
the reading process needs to be encouraged rather than the
completion of a teacher's assignment which is an external
audience (Murray, 1982).

Too often students attempt, as Graves

says, "to read while looking over his shoulder, second-guessing
his match with the teacher, rather than struggle with what he
might take away for himself or share others" (Hansen, Newkirk,

&Graves, 1985 p. 197). In this case, the external audience
distracts the reader from creating meaning and is detrimental
to reading comprehension.

An external audience can be

beneficial if it supports a reader's exploration of a text
(Harms &Lettow, 1986).
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The inner audience is made up of several selves:

background

of experiences (relating one's own experiences to the text),
author (interacting with the author concerning the text and the
process of writing), other works (comparing and contrasting the
work with other pieces), genre (examining the work in light of
the characteristics of genre), problem (relating the elements
of the story to a particular conflict), and culture (relating
the elements of the story in terms of cultural characteristics).
Audience can be multifaceted:

A reader can interact with

several audiences during the reading process (Harms & Lettow,
unpublished).
The most effective dialogues with inner audience involve
the reader selecting the ones which serve his/her purpose in
reading the text.

A reader may read pages of the text before

dialogue with an inner self is engaged to create meaning or
determine a use for the text.

Graves says that reading which

allows the other self to create multiple audiences,
interpretations, and applications offers in-depth reading and
thinking experiences (Hansen, Newkirk, & Graves, 1985).
IMPLEMENTATION OF PROGRAM
To promote in-depth reading and thinking activity among a
group of low achieving readers in grade six, dialogues with the
inner selves were encouraged.

The group was composed of nine

students, three girls and six boys, whose reading levels were
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two or more grade levels below grade placement.

They achieved

at the 40th percentile or below in the comprehension and
vocabulary subtests and the composites on the Iowa Test of Basic
Skills. One child was hearing impaired, although not severe
enough to use a hearing aid, but her speech reflected the
hearing loss.
As many low achievers in reading, these students did not
choose reading as a pastime activity which resulted in little
progress in strengthening comprehension abilities, extending
interests in literature, and learning about the world.
Experiences with picture books which have a short story
and supporting illustrations were provided as the basis for
dialogues with innei audiences.

In reading a picture book,

children can quickly process meaningful units and interact with
self and others to achieve an in-depth understanding.

The works

for the study were selected by the teacher in view of these
older students• interests.

The students' interactions with

inner audience were supported by the teacher modeling dialogues
with the inner selves and a sustaining center (one which was
available at all times) of author folders with biographical
sketches and information about their writing.
The author center included biographical information about
the authors and illustrators of the picture books which were
part of the program.

The information contained in the files was
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gathered from a variety of sources including book jackets,
publishers, news articles, and reference books.

Letters were

written to publishers requesting any information they might have
on the author, and in some cases the author was written directly.
The reference books Something About the Author and Authors of
Books for Young People provided the best sources of in'formation,
although Twentieth Century Authors, I11ustrators of Chi1dren s
1

Books: 1957-1966, Current Biography, Webster 1 s New Biographical
Dictionary and Junior Authors and Illustrators were also
consulted.

When possible, information was photocopied and

placed in the author 1 s file.

Since students could not read much

of the material in these folders, the ones related to the
students• literature' experiences were read aloud by the teacher.
The modeling done by the teacher involved sharing with the
class the teacher s own dialogues with inner audiences as she
1

read.

The teacher 1 s dialogues with the text were summarized on

the chalkboard under the appropriate inner audience headings.
The teacher 1 s modeling also showed that interacting with inner
audience can be multifaceted: A reader can consider more than
one audience while reading a work.

As a result, interacting

with several audiences can lead to more in-depth understanding
of the text.
The example work presented for the modeling experience was
Chris Van A1lsburg 1 s The Stranger.

The teacher read aloud this
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story at the time of the first hard frost because the students
were excited about scraping windshields and windows of cars and
school buses.

Then the teacher shared her dialogues with the

inner selves of background of experiences, author, and other
works.

Using her background of experience she picked up on the

clues of this mystery which led her to believe that something
was amiss:

This stranger exhibited some unusual behavior such

as not perspiring when working in the heat, leaves changing
color when he blew on them, and mercury in the thermometer
sticking at the bottom after his temperature was taken. As this
mysterious story unfolded, the teacher began to realize that
Chris Van Allsburg was again presenting another fantasy with
strange elements that captured the audience's attention and
produced a reaction.

She found herself considering his other

fantasy works such as The Wreck of the Zephyr and Jumanji which
also have elements of mystery that draw the audience into the
fantasy experience.

The teacher also shared with the students

that the source of her information about Chris Van Allsburg and
his works was the author folder which was one of many related
to different authors in the author center.
The teacher asked the students to comment on her
interactions to The Stranger and to share their dialogues.

As

the children shared their involvement with a book, the teacher
modeled supportive comments which would facilitate a positive
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climate for peer interaction.

Several of the students because

of their lack of self esteem tended at first to respond
negatively to their life experiences and the sharing of others.
The teacher in her modeling was accepting of student comments
and used them to focus on the story or a student's interaction
with an inner audience.
Each child's reaction was placed on the chalkboard under
the appropriate heading of background of experience, author,
other works, genre, problem or culture selves.

To practice

relating ideas in a story to one's own experiences, the students
were paired and acted as detectives to compile a list of events
in this story which would lead to discovering the true identity
of the stranger.

Each clue was written on a card which was

placed on a bulletin board for display and also to attract
others to the book.
Twice a week students and their teacher engaged in
discussions of books by sharing dialogues with inner audiences
to extend meaning/ Sometimes an individual student shared his/
her dialogues with the inner audiences.

Other times a story

was read aloud by the teacher, or the students read it silently
in the case of multiple copies followed by a discussion of the
dialogues engaged in while reading.

Examples of students'

involvement with specific inner audiences are described in the
following sections.
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Background of experiences.

One student discovered Wilford

Gordon McDonald Partridge, by Mem Fox, just after his
grandfather had a stroke which impaired his memory.

In the book

the young boy, Wilford Gordon, collects a variety. of items which
he hopes will help Miss Nancy, an elderly resident of a care
facility for the aged, regain her memory.

The student shared

with the class the things he was going to take to his grandfather,
also bringing into play the audience of problem.

When another

student questioned whether this could help in real life as it
did in the story, the boy replied that it might not help but it
certainly could not hurt.

For the boy, this was a means of

. dealing with the problem.
Author.

Arnold Lobel 1 s book, The Book of Pigericks was

being read by the class after a student told about Arnold
Lobel 's background.

He reported that Arnold Lobel had not been

able to make a living by writing until he was in his thirties
and that even as a child he was a dreamer.

The student also

shared with the class a picture of the author which bore a close
resemblance to a pig character in the book The Book of Pigericks.
Learning that the author was trying to share the process engaged
in to create stories with his readers allowed the students to
develop a dialogue with the author as they read.
Other works.

At Christmas time, Chris Van Allsburg 1 s The

Polar Express was read aloud to the class.

Students recalled
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their dialogues with The Stranger by the same author.

Many had

also read Jumanji and The Wreck of the Zephyr on their own and
noted a dreamlike quality to these stories and responded to The
Polar Express by questioning. the reality of the story.

They

carefully scrutinized the story and compared the fanciful and
real-life situations. When the question of belief in Santa Claus
arose, one student confessed that when he was a young child, he
had known for some time that his parents were the real Santa
Claus but he was not about to tell them and ruin a good thing.
During this discussion, the students were beginning to use inner
audience in combination with the external audience of their
peers and teacher to develop an in-depth understanding of the
story.
Genre.

As the class made comparisons and contrasts among

books, they came to realize many relationships and were prompted
to search the card catalog in the library for related references.
ln the case of folktales, the students shared many versions and
from different cultures and compared and contrasted the motifs
such as magic powers, magical objects, wishes, transformation of
state, and trickery.

An example of transformation--changi ng from

animal to person and back again--is found in versions of the
Japanese tale of the crane maiden/wife (The Crane Wife, retold
by Sumiko Yagaiwa and The Crane Maiden, retold by Miyoko
Matsutani) and a modern retelling, Dawn, by Molly Bang.
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One of the students presented Moss Gown by Wi 11 i am Hooks
and shared a chart she had created showing the similarities
between the different versions, Cinderella and Moss Gown.

The

common features were an unhappy girl, a ball, a young man
searching for a girl who disappeared, a marriage and a happy
ending indicating the similarity in themes.

Three variations

of the folk tale of Jack and the Beanstalk (Jack and the
Beanstalk, by D. William Johnson; The History of Mother Twaddle
and the Marvelous Achievements of Her Son Jack, by Paul Galdone;
and Jack and the Bean Tree, by Gail E. Haley) were compared in
another student s presentation.
1

The student related how the

basic story remained the same but the events and the settings
were different.

'

Students had begun to identify repetition as one of the
reoccurring elements in the majority of the folk tales being
shared.

They observed that this repetition was often based

on three or a variation of three.

They examined folk tales to

discover how common this plot structure was in folk tales.
From their reading, several students shared that they had
noticed that trickery was frequently used in the folk tales and
fables.

They discovered many similarities in the ways in which

trickery was used in the various stories.

Puss in Boots retold

by Marcia Brown; The Hallowed Horse, retold by Demi; Dick
Whittington and His Cat, retold by Marcia Brown; Nail Soup,
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retold by Harve Zemach; Stone Soup, retold by Marcia Brown;
Little Red Riding Hood, retold by the Grimm Brothers and
illustrated by Tina Schart Hyman; and Strega Nona, retold by
Tamie de Paola were among the works which students compared
for their use of trickery.
Problem.

The teacher read aloud Margot Zemach's book,_!!

Caul d Always Be Worse, as a means of interjecting a bit of humor
into a day with much peer conflict.

One girl recognized the

similarity between the two situations and thought the aspect of
trickery used in the story would work in the school situation
to improve the students' attitudes.
Culture.

In a group sharing session, one boy responded

enthusiastically to the illustrations by Ivan Wijngaard in
Selina Hastings' Sir Gawain and the Loathly Lady but was
unimpressed with the text.

His fascination with the illustrations

led him to read the story.

He was able to tell others about the

theme of good versus evil as well as the story's relationship
to the feudal period which was being studied in social studies.
He related that he did not like the 'mushy ending' and that the
romantic aspect was unacceptable to him, though other students
tried to convince him that it was essential to the story.

The

intricate designs and motifs had escaped his notice until
another student inquired about them.

Later he reported that

monks in that time period often made these designs in books.
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Multifaceted.

As students became more aware of the use of

inner audiences they began to use combinations of several
audiences along with external audiences to create meaning for
themselves.

For example, when one student shared Annie and the

Old One, by Miska Miles, she related having used knowledge
about various experiences the author had had in her own life
that influenced her in writing the book.

The student explained

that after having lived with Indians she could relate to the
Indians' concept of death.

She had also dealt with death in

her own family and could identify with the problem facing the
character in the story.

In reading this book, she had used

inner audiences of background of experiences, author, other
works, problem, and culture to gain a more in-depth understanding
of the story.
ASSESSMENT OF STUDENT RESPONSES
Offering experiences with picture books to extend the
basal reading series had observable positive effects on these
poor readers.

The students had more positive literature

experiences and chose reading .as .an activity.more frequently.
The students had more contributions to make in discussions and
in their writing.

From their sharing, they were more reflective

in their reading, thus experiencing more in-depth understanding
of works.

Often students were able to draw on their own

background experiences to allow them to identify with the
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characters and/or story.

They shared more readily and seemed

less threatened about expressing their own opinions.
The students speculated about and researched authors and
related this information to their stories.

They volunteered

information to others concerning how they determined that an
author wanted the reader to see a certain point of view or gain
some particular understanding.

From peer interactions and the

support of the teacher, students were able to share their
interpretations based on their reflections and research and
therefore, gained different perspectives of a story which
extended their understanding of story organization and related
elements.
Students began to add information to the sustaining center
containing biographical sketches of authors and illustrators
after they had discovered several resource books such as
Something About the Author and Junior Book of Authors in the
school library.

One student related that this was the first

time he had gone to the library to find information he needed to
work on a project.
Some students began to realize that people wrote books
rather than companies.

These students discovered that authors

engage in the same writing process as they do to create meaning.
One of the students res ponded in a letter to an author that "he
had always assumed that books were just there like the sun."
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Since these students were working with process writing in English,
they were able to relate some of their own writing experiences to
those of published writers.

They began to use some of the styles

and techniques of the authors whose books they interacted with
through dialogues with inner audiences.
One student using Leo Lionni s Swimmy explained that knowing
1

the author's background as an artist makes one aware that the
story can be extended through the illustrations.

He also

mentioned that Leo Lionni writes his books with the idea that
they will appeal to everyone, not just children; therefore, the
themes are universal.
Some students began applying some of the problem solving
techniques used fn the stories to real life situations.

One

example of this was the boy whose grandfather had a memory
problem and after reading Mem Fox's Wilford Gordon McDonald
Partridge used the idea from the story to aid his grandfather in
regaining memories.

Later his grandfather credited his

grandson's sharing as a major reason for the return of his
memory.
All the students learned to locate books in the library
through the use of the card catalog.

They discovered how to use

reference books and used these skills to extend their own
experiences.
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In conclusion, this program will become a part of the
reading program for low achieving readers in grade six.

After

experiencing this success in supporting low achievers to find
meaning in the reading process, the teacher will continue to
present picture book experiences to encourage these readers to
become involved in in-depth reading through the use of inner
audiences and interactions with others concerning their reading
experiences.
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